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Abstract

Before the European Medical Writers Associ-
ation (EMWA) and the American Medical
Writers Association (AMWA), there was the
Mississippi Valley Medical Editors Associ-
ation (MVMEA). Most medical writers are
unaware of the history of MVMEA and of
how it turned into AMWA and EMWA. Here,
I chronicle the life of Harold Swanberg, MD,
who founded the MVMEA and, when it
faltered, reinvented it as AMWA. The story
begins shortly after the American Civil War,
when medical journals were becoming more
respected as sources of information and when
editors began to be employed as paid, part- or
full-time editors. It continues with the rise
and fall of the MVMEA and its rebirth as
AMWA. Swanberg’s death coincided with the
end of his vision for AMWA. However, the
new vision for the association — and an
international tragedy — allowed AMWA and
EMWA to become key forces in developing
modern medical writing as a profession.

This article is adapted with permission from
the author and the American Medical Writers
Association from a version published in the
AMWA Journal: Lang T. William Harold
Swanberg: Radiologist, Organizer, and
Philanthropist. AMWA J. 2022;37(4)46-51.
doi: 10.55752/amwa.2022.196

Introduction

any EMWA and AMWA members have

heard of Dr Harold Swanberg, whose
work led to the development of these
associations, but the details of his life are not
commonly known. In fact, his life is notable for
several reasons.! He contributed to the fields of
radiology, scientific publishing, medical writing,
and chiropractic. He also established three
educational foundations, started three journals,
and founded five organizations, one only for
physician editors of medical journals and one
including non-physicians working in the field of
scientific publication. And although he did not
envision what AMWA and EMWA would
become, he created the framework and enthusi-
asm that made both possible.2

Personal life

William Harold Swanberg, BSc, MD, FACP, was
born in Philadelphia in 1891 (Figure 1).3 Details
on his early and personal life are scant (see box
below), but we do know that he was married
twice. In 1919, he married Zoe Johnson, his
office assistant at the time,3 with whom he had a
son, William H. Swanberg, Jr. With his second
wife, Mildred W. Chapman, he raised her two
daughters, as well as their own daughter, Nancy
G. Swanberg. Nancy attended Francis Shimer
junior college — at age 15 — and, after studying at
the Sorbonne, received a degree in English from
the University of Missouri in 1955, at age 20.* In
the 1960s, she taught medical writing at Baylor
College of Medicine and became an AMWA
Fellow in 1963.4

Early years

At age 19, Harold was working his way through
medical school as an assistant in a histological
laboratory when he became interested in “the
claims of some of the cults of that period.”s The
laboratory appears to have been that of Oakley G.
Smith.6 (Other sources describe Harold as being
a student of Smith, which may be more self-
serving than accurate.)”8 Smith himself was a
protégé of Daniel David Palmer, the founder of
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Figure 1. William Harold Swanberg
BSc, MD, FACP (1891-1970), founder of
the Mississippi Valley Medical Editors
Association and the American
Medical Writers Association

chiropractic. For whatever chiropractic has
become, it originated from Palmer’s pseudo-
scientific beliefs about healing. Smith eventually
split from Palmer in 1907 and founded
naprapathy, which focuses on diet and on
manipulating connective tissue rather than the
spine.8 Oakley Smith had been dissecting spines
since 1903, in the interest of chiropractic theory,
so Harold’s work was undoubtedly related to
Smith’s investigations.

In 1914, after 4 years of work and at age 23,
Harold published The Intervertebral Foramen:
An Atlas and Histological Description of an
Intervertebral Foramen and its Adjacent Parts
(Chicago Scientific Publishing; 1914). This book
presented the first photomicrographs and
scientific descriptions of the intervertebral fora-
men in cats.8 The following year, he published
The Intervertebral Foramina in Man (Chicago
Scientific Publishing; 191S5). These books
definitively disproved the “stepping-on-the-hose”


https://doi.org/10.56012/tyzx5803
https://doi.org/10.55752/amwa.2022.196

theory of chiropractic, which was the metaphor
for vertebral pressure impinging on nerve cells as
the cause of disease.3 Several legitimate medical
journals gave the book good reviews. It was a
standard work in chiropractic for decades!® and
it is still sold on alternative medicine websites.”
Ayear later, at age 25, Harold graduated from
the Chicago College of Medicine and Surgery.!!

Professional years
In 1917, Harold enlisted in the Army Medical
Corps, was commissioned as a First Lieutenant,
and studied at the School of Military
Roentgenology in Chicago. After leaving the
military, he moved to Quincy, Illinois, a small city
on the Mississippi River. In 1919, he opened the
Quincy X-Ray and Radium Laboratories.?
Harold was instrumental in founding the
Physicians and Surgeons Radium Association of
Quincy in 19213 A short 2 years later, he
organised and was elected secretary of the Adams
County Medical Society and served as the
Society’s librarian for 30 years. He also suggested
that the Society publish a monthly bulletin.?
The first issue of the Adams County Medical

Applicator“

. Designed by

‘f ‘ ) HAROLD SWANBERG, B.Sc., M.D., F.A.CP.
. ‘Editor, Radiologic Review & Mississippi Vailey Medical Journal,
... Past President, Tllinois Radiological Society, Etc.
(First described in J.-A. M. A,, 90:1289, Apsil 21, 1928)
The Swanberg Uterine Applicator is designed for intra-uterine radium application, and .+~
is especially adapted for carrying out the Paris (Regaud) technic, so- successful in treating :

aterine cancer.. (Prof. Claude Regaud of the University of Paris, Associate -of tire late
Mmie. Curie, reports 40 per cent of his patients suffering from all stages of cervical cancer;. -

free.from the disease, five years after radiation treatment.),

Fig. 1—Individual Parts of Applicator

/SWanberrgr lmp;oved Acljus’takble Uterine

Fig. 2—Applicator Assembled for
Use in Average Length Uterus.
The Swanberg Uterine Applicator is a “T” shaped instrument, the slender portiofnl
consisting of a number of graduated' sections which permit assembling the applicator to
individual uterine canal measurements. (L5 to 10 cm: long). The filtration in the vaginal
portion is greater than in the uterine part, and offers additional protection to the sensi-

Society Bulletin was published in 1923. Eventually,
the name was changed to The Quincy Medical
Bulletin, which was published until 1970 and, at
its peak, was sent to hundreds of physicians.3

A year later, in 1924, Harold started another
journal, The Radiologic Review, which became the
Mississippi Valley Medical Journal in 1939. It
became Clinical Medicine in 1960 and was
published until 1978.3

Over the next several years, Harold invented
and marketed an applicator for treating gyneco-
logical cancers with radiotherapy (Figure 2),12
maintained a private practice, worked as a
radiologist at both Quincy hospitals and some
smaller area hospitals, took a graduate course at
Harvard, and spent 6 months in graduate studies
in Vienna.?

In 1932, he published his second book,
Radiologic Maxims, a collection of sayings and
platitudes about radiology.!3 The book was not
well received.!*15 He also published several
articles on medical topics and several editorials
on social policy (e.g., fluoridation of drinking
water, Social Security), as well as on issues in
medical writing. In 1935, he helped found the
Mississippi Valley
Medical Society and was

soon elected secretary-
treasurer.

In 1940, he founded
yet another association,
the Mississippi Valley
Medical Editors Associ-
ation (MVMEA),
targeted to the physician

editors of state and
regional medical jour-
nals “to raise standards
and to improve the
quality of medical
writing”$ To understand
the association, how-
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ever, and to avoid some historical confusion, we
must go back to the end of the Civil War.

The American Medical Editors
Association

With some notable exceptions (e.g., The New
England Journal of Medicine, founded in 1812;
JAMA, founded in 1883), for most of the 1800s,
“medical journalism” consisted of a handful of
serious, society-sponsored journals (including
those from state and local medical societies who
would be served by the MVMEA); many non-
society proprietary journals publishing more-or-
less legitimate medical articles; and advertising-
driven tabloids (today’s “throw-aways”). Out of
this environment, shortly after the Civil War, a
group of journal editors formed the American
Medical Editors Association (AMEA) to
promote journal editing as a “distinct medical
speciality”. 1617

By the turn of the century, AMEA had
hundreds of members nationwide, many with
international reputations.!819 Several leading
medical journals routinely published reports on
the Association’s annual meetings, policy papers,
and presidential addresses.!¢ During this period,
for the first time, some journal editors became
part- or full-time, paid professionals.1¢ (A note to
researchers: Between 1928 and 1932, an organi-
sation similar to the AMEA,!6 or perhaps a
continuation of it,!% appeared: the American
Medical Editors and Authors Association.)

The AMEA was formed at the 1869 meeting
of the American Medical Association (AMA).
One of the founders — and its first president — was
Dr Nathan S. Davis, the founder of the AMA.19
Over the years, however, the values of the AMEA
and the AMA diverged. The AMEA criticised the
business practices of AMA presidents George
Simmons and his successor, Morris Fishbein,
who between them directed (read: ruled) the
association from 1889 to 1950.20 (Both were

Figure 2. The applicator Harold invented for treating
gynecological cancers with radiotherapy

tive vaginal mucous membrane. The outside ‘can be readily covered with oné or more
thicknesses ‘'of ametal rubber. The applicator is easily introduced by a special introducing
handle or an ordinary uterine dressing forceps.

One of the chief features of the Swanberg Uterine Applicator-is the dense filtration it
provides. This permits a deep, penertating pure gamma-ray radiation. . The primary beta rays
are absorbed by the platintim, gold, silver or brass filtration. The hard secondary emergent
rays given off from the platinum, gold, silver“or brass-are absorbed by the aluminum. 5

In treating uterine malignancy, the best results are'secured by combining the appli-
cator with a colpostat or vaginal capsule applicators of the London type, This increases
the total number of radium centers by permitting additional centers in, the vaginal vault.

Reprints describing in detail the Paris (Regaud) technic for treating carcinoma iof

the uterine cervix will be gladly sent uvon recuest.

@ WWW.emwa.org

While in Vienna doing graduate studies in radiology, Harold appears to have
been introduced to the ideas of Dr Regaud of Paris (an associate of Madame
Marie Curie). His applicator is compatible with Dr Regaud’s pioneering
approach to cancer treatment, which used comparatively small exposures to
radium over longer periods.!2
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MEDICAL MANUSCRIPT EDITING SERVICE

One of the principal [sic] objectives of the American
Medical Writers' Association is “to help maintain and
advance high standards of medical literature.” To
accomplish this, the English construction and
composition of many medical manuscripts should be
improved. Many authors of medical subjects would like
to have their manuscripts corrected and clarified. This
isaservice which is available to all members and felows
[sic]of the Association. Only manuscripts intended for
medical journals or kindred publications from which the
authors receive no fees and which do not exceed 5000
words, will be accepted. It is not a commercial service
and does not concern itself with the selling of
manuscripts, ghost writing or the compiling of
bibliographies. There is a nominal charge for this
service based on the number of words in the
manuscript. (In counting words, count every word in the
entire manuscript including title, headings, et.) as
follows:

1000 WOrds OF 1€SS ....ovvvveeeeie e $500
Each additional 1000 words or fraction thereof.....$5.00

eventually forced from office for deceptive
business practices.)2! The AMEA also advocated
adding a medical officer to the
president’s cabinet (which led to

the current position of the US When foundlng
Secretary of Health and Human the MiSSiSSiPPi
Services),?2 an idea vigorously Valley Medical
opposed by the AMA, which Editors
feared government intervention in Association
healthcare.1823 ’
Years later, Harold would Harold Swanberg

befriend Fishbein, who became an did not envision
important AMWA member. But it

is no accident that Fishbein

its evolution into

disparages the AMEA as a AMWA and
predecessor to AMWA in the very EMWA, but he
first sentence of the Foreword of did create the

the History of the American Medical
Writers Association: “When I first

came into medicine and editing

framework and
enthusiasm that

more than 50 years ago, I was made both
confronted with the existence of organisations
the American Medical Editor’s possible.

Association which I found was
essentially a trade organisation designed to keep
postage rates down, the quantity and costs of
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Between 1952 until at
least 1965, AMWA ran a
contract editing
service for its
members to “help
maintain and advance
high standards of
medical literature”.

Harold proposed the service
(of course). The first editor
was Theodore Peterson, a
doctoral student at the
University of Illinois, who,
after almost 6 years, had
edited 600 manuscripts.
(Given the spelling and other
mistakes in the ad, such a
program was, indeed,

needed.)

advertising up, and not worrying too much about
standards.”S (Harold shared Fishbein’s opinion.

However, one critic noted that
Fishbein often “makes state-
ments relative to the American
Medical Editor’s Association,
that, to be kind to him, are more
critical than correct”. )24

That said, Fishbein was an
ardent supporter of AMWA
from the beginning and used his
influence as “the voice of
American  physicians”  to
advance the association. He
started the Chicago chapter, was
president of the Association in
1958, and received the Distin-
guished Service Award in
1962.25

Back to the MVMEA...
The MVMEA, founded in 1940,
was short-lived. The War

prevented meetings between

1942 and 1948, at which time the 42 remaining
members were losing interest. To save the

association, Harold decided to create a new
national organisation. He persuaded his friend,
Morris Fishbein, to offer a 2-hour course on
medical writing at the 1948 meeting. On
September 29, 1948, the MVMEA was renamed
the American Medical Writers Association
(AMWA), “America’s only association devoted to
improvement of the written word of medicine”s
Of course, Harold was the secretary/treasurer
until 1960.! In addition to physician journal
editors, the new association accepted as members
“laymen connected with the editorial or business
staff of medical periodicals, libraries, foundations,
and publishing companies.”s
In founding AMWA, Harold had several
goals, most of which were met admirably during
his life and some of which continue to drive
AMWA’s and EMWA's activities today.
® Publish a bulletin. When the MVMEA was
renamed AMWA in 1948, it adopted the
Mississippi Valley Medical Journal as its
publication.’ In 1951, the association also
began to publish the Quarterly Bulletin of the
American Medical Writers Association, which
was published until 1985, at which time its
name was changed to the AMWA Journal 25
® Start regional chapters. AMWA began with
42 members. Today, more than 4000
members are included in 16 North American
chapters.26 In 1992, the European Chapter
became the European Medical Writers
Association.
® Bestow awards. Early in its existence,
AMWA established the Distinguished Service
Award for “distinguished contributions to the
medical literature or rendered unusual and
distinguished service to the medical profes-
sion”. The first recipient of the award was
Harold himself, in 1952. The award is now the
Harold Swanberg Distinguished Service
Award, AMWA’s highest award.26
® Beginamanuscript editing service. Between
1952 until at least 1965, AMWA ran a
contract editing service for its members, to
“help maintain and advance high standards of
medical literature”. Harold proposed the
service (of course), which provided line-by-
line critiques but did not do library research,
compile bibliographies, or provide ghost-
writing.>
® Establish college degree programmes in
medical writing. In 1954, the University
of Tllinois and the University of Missouri (in
conjunction with their respective medical
schools) and later, the University of



Oklahoma, began offering a Bachelor of
Science degree in Medical Journalism and
Writing. However, the programmes did not
do well. In his history of AMWA, Harold
mentions only 11 students who enrolled in
the programmes and only 2 who graduated.s
® Exhibit at professional meetings. In
Harold’s history of AMWA is a 1956 photo of
him in front of a large exhibit at an AMWA
recruiting booth (created by Harold, of
course) at the World Medical Association
conference in Havana, Cuba.’ In a related
project, AMWA published a small book titled
A Group of Papers on Medical Writing.?” The 11
chapters were written by distinguished
AMWA members. An astounding 20,000
copies were published. The book is still
relevant and is available for less than $20.

The end of an era:
AMWA changes course
A heart attack ended Harold’s medical career in
1959. He died 11 years later but not before
publishing Volume I of a planned 2-volume
history of the association in 1965.3 (Volume II
was never written.) He was also active in AMWA
until his death, which coincided with the end of
his vision for the association he created.

In the 1960s, the physician members of
AMWA were retiring and were not being
replaced. To keep the association solvent, the
board decided to let non-physicians hold office,
a practice Harold vehemently opposed. His last
official act appears to have been casting the only
vote against the change. The first non-physician
president, Eric Martin, PhD,
took office in 1970, the year
Harold  died.2® Although

Dr Swanberg was
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OQuincy High School, which Swanberg generously supported throughout

his professional life.

He founded the Society for Academic Achievement, which is “dedicated to motivate youth to

achieve academic excellence” and that is still active; launched the Quincy Major Learning

Programme, to help high school students enter and graduate from college; and was

instrumental in establishing the first vocational guidance programme, including a full-time

guidance counsellor.

not yet required for FDA approval, and any trials
that were conducted were not subject to
oversight.30

The thalidomide tragedy led to the 1962
amendments to the Federal Food, Drug, and
Cosmetic Act, which required manufacturers to
prove both safety and efficacy and
greatly increased surveillance and
monitoring of the drug-approval

AMWA survived by recruiting active in AMWA process. This tightening of
non-physicians and members until his death regulations was global.30
who were not journal editors, in 1970. The need to meet new and

by chance, it was also

positioned to fill another, and

arguably unmet, need of an emerging profession,
especially after an international tragedy.

The beginning of an era:

The drug that changed everything
Thalidomide was a sedative widely used in
Europe to treat morning sickness during preg-
nancy. In the 1960s, it was linked to fetal deaths
and thousands of serious birth defects in
newborns.?? In the US at the time, drugs were
tested only on rodents and did not have to be
tested for teratogenic effects. Clinical trials were

@ WWw.€emwa.org

extensive domestic and inter-
national licensing requirements
created great uncertainty among pharmaceutical
companies. To address this uncertainty, 30
pharmaceutical professionals founded the Drug
Information Association (DIA) in 1964.31 One
of the founders (perhaps the founder) and its first
president was Dr Eric Martin of AMWA 32
As horrible as thalidomide was, it also
probably saved AMWA. Eric became president
of AMWA when the need for more complete and
standardised regulatory documents greatly
increased the demand for regulatory writers. At
the same time, the fields of pharmaceutical

marketing, continuing medical education, and
scientific publications also expanded and
matured and required skilled medical writers and
editors, all of which created a market for more
professional training.

Eric and four others created much of AMWA
as we know it today: Arnold Melnick, DO,
Executive Vice Chancellor of Nova Southeastern
University; Red Schifrin, PhD, Vice President
and head of Drug Regulatory Affairs at Hoffman-
LaRoche (and widely regarded as an expert in
drug approval); Bill Nelligan, the Executive
Director of the American College of Cardiology,
who (surreptitiously) donated space, clerical
support, and the salary for an executive director
for 2 years; and Lillian Sablack, AMWA’s first
executive director, who helped establish the
annual meetings and brought order to the
administrative functions. (Telephone conver-
sation with Lilian Sablack, July 2020.)

The association began its “core curriculum”
to train members as fulltime medical writers,
essentially establishing modern medical writing
as a profession.

Volume 32 Number 4 | Medical Writing December 2023 | 53



Remembering Harold Swanberg | Lang

Odds and ends of
Harold Swanberg’s life

® In 1942, Harold founded the
Swanberg Medical Foundation
to “sponsor ... things of a
charitable, scientific, literary or
educational nature... which
would bring public and
professional honor and respect
to the medical profession...”3

® He also founded the Society
for Academic Achievement,
which is “dedicated to motivate
youth to achieve academic
excellence”? and that i still
active.3

® In 1956, Harold also developed
and launched the Quincy Major
Learning Program, to help high
school students enter and
graduate from college.!

® He was instrumental in
establishing the first vocational
guidance programme and a
guidance counselor position at
his local high school in Quincy,
Illinois.1

® He created what might have
been the first registry of
freelance medical writers and
editors, eventually expanded to
include “salaried people”S

® In the McCarthy era of the
1950s, he was successful in
amending the AMWA
Constitution to exclude anyone
in the Communist or Fascist
parties from becoming
members. The announcement
was titled “Communists and
Fascists Beware!” (The
amendment was removed a few

years later.)

6A MISSISSIPPI VALLEY MEDICAL JOURNAL

Advertisement for the first

SOMETHING NEW

IN COLLEGIATE EDUCATION!

Appealing to these interested in
Science and Writing

First 4-Year Courses in
MEDICAL JOURNALISM

Ever to Be Offered to Be Given at

UNIVERSITY OF ILLINOIS
UNIVERSITY OF MISSOURI

These courses, leading to a bachelor's degree, are given at
the sugzestion of and have been approved by the Educational

Committee, American Medical Writers' A Note report

of AMW.A. Educational Committee, pages 3-6 of this issue.

(Tha A.M.W.A, has provided several partial scholarships.)

Graduates should easily find unusually interesting and prafita.
ble work on staffs of medical periodicals and publishing compa-
nies, large clinics and hospitals, phar | and

companies, advertising and news agencies, ete.

Courses begin Sept. 1954, Literature available Febh. 1, 1951

Fer Further Details Write to

L W, Cole, Ass't Lo Director, School of Jowrnalism and Communications
University of Hlineis, Urbana, Minois

Earl F, English, Dean, School of Journalism
University of Missouri, Columbia, Missouri

academic programmes for
medical writing in the US.

The programmes did not do well.
Swanberg’s History of AMWA
mentions that only 11 students
enrolled in the programmes and only
2 graduated. The US still has only

2 certificate programmes, one at
University of Chicago (established in
1999) and one at the University of
California, San Diego, Extension
(established in 2016).

The beginning of EMWA

In 1990, 14 medical writers from European
pharmaceutical companies met to discuss form-
ing a new organisation. In 1992, the European
chapter of AMWA was formed, and in 1998, it
became an independent association. EMWA now
has more than 1000 members from more almost
40 countries, 12 of which are outside Europe.33

These two organisations, AMWA and
EMWA, have since become the preeminent
associations for training professional medical
writers and editors. In addition to their journals
and professional development programmes, their
members are the faculty at academic programmes
in the field; trainers for employees in
pharmaceutical companies, journals, and medical
communications companies; and authors of
hundreds of articles and books in the field.

And all of the above activities were set in
motion by a remarkable physician from a small
town on the Mississippi River who believed in
the importance of good communication.
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